The present study scrutinized the impact of congruent topics on the quality of L2 reading comprehension. 56 Iranian advanced-level students read 2 texts on a controversial topic, one on the advantages of child gender selection, and the other on disadvantages. Quality analysis of immediate and delayed recall tasks, defined as the amount of high and lowlevel information recalled correctly, was performed by analysis of variance. Results revealed that topic congruence affected immediate recall of both high and low-level information, and also delayed recall of low-level information. Findings showed that the effect of congruent topics on reading recall was detrimental; participants recalled less information from the passage with congruent topic than a passage with incongruent topic. Outcomes of the study suggest that controversial topics should be selected more cautiously, because they may not truly reflect L2 readers' reading comprehension.
Introduction
Reading comprehension is a crucial part in the process of learning and teaching, and it is believed to be the most important skill for language learners (Farhadi et.al, 2006) . There are various factors that affect reading comprehension and the reading process. Comprehension does not take place by only enough language knowledge; there are situations that although learners know the vocabulary and grammar of the texts, yet they are not able to comprehend the texts properly. Readers may not comprehend what the writer intended because of the factors other than language knowledge that influence the comprehension process.
There have been attempts to find out about the cognitive and affective variables that influence the comprehension process, but there has not been a clear unified answer for the problems. The aim of the present study was to find out if topic congruence, as a cognitive factor, influences the quality of reading comprehension both in immediate and delayed recalls. In the body of literature, there have been various studies on the impact of topic variables on reading comprehension (Asher, Hymel, and Wigfield, 1978; Kobayashi, 2009; Carrell, and Wise, 1998; Eidswick, 2010) , but most studies are conducted in L1. Since L2 readers and reading comprehension are more sophisticated than L1, these studies may not be transferable to L2 context. Therefore, there is a need to study factors that affect understanding L2 texts.
Topic congruence and reading comprehension
There have always been attempts to define memory and recall in different fields. Psycholinguists have also tried to define memory in the field of language and language learning. Bartlett (1932) defined remembering as reconstruction of past on the basis of one's stored experiences rather than exact reproduction of what is kept in the mind previously. He also argued that although there is a general tendency to believe that remembering is like taking a picture of past events and storing them in mind to recall later exactly as they happened, memory recalls events by fragments stored and retrieved later in the memory. This reconstruction of meaning based on the stored knowledge, may be affected by learners' background knowledge and attitude. The effects of attitudes on memory have long been a controversial issue. In the literature, it has been hypothesized that congruent information, information congenial to readers' belief system, are bettered recalled than incongruent information (Feather; 1969, Eagly, Chaiken, Chen, and Shaw-Barnes; 1999) . Maplass (1969) explained that congruent information is better recalled because people usually pay attention selectively, and more attention is paid to congruent information. Roberts (1985) meta-analysed 38 studies and found that the attitudes affect memory, although this effect is modest, and explained that in traditional version of selective recall human memory tend to recall congruent information better. According to Eagly, Chaiken, Chen, and Shaw-Barnes (1999), recalling is affected by background knowledge and attitudes toward a topic. They believed that human memory is selective in recalling information and recalls congruent information better and ignores incongruent information. They justified better congruent recalling by the explanation of traditional theorists that human memory tries to defend what it believed to be true, and they believed that people's believes make their schema and this schema affects understanding and recalling of information.
The impact of attitudes on recall of past memories can be different for immediate and delayed recall. Read and Rosson (1982) found that congruency of attitudes did not affect the immediate recall, but had an impact on delayed recall. They believed that memories become more congruent to attitude as the time passes. Reutzel and Hollingsworth (1991) showed that topic congruence did not influence the L1 immediate recall, but influenced delayed retention in a way that participants with incongruent believes recalled less information than participants who had congruent ideas with reading passages.
It is also said that the impact of attitudes on memory varies according to the readers' amount of knowledge about the reading topic. Wiley (1995) found that non-expert participants recalled information which were more consistent to their attitudes and those participants with higher background knowledge about the topics were less effected by test bias effect. He stated that learners who are less knowledgeable about the topic may use their own believes and attitudes to compensate this lack of knowledge and they may recall information more on the basis of what they have previously stored, or believed to be true. It was also found that when the reading topic was congruent with readers' prior belief systems, the details of the passages were overlooked (Lee, 2009) . Incongruent topics, on the other hand, were motivating enough for these L2 readers to focus their attention and search for the information with low content value.
There are inconsistencies in the outcomes of the studies on the impact of memory on recall. These inconsistencies may be due to the "nature of learning paradigm"; in real life, human beings acquire information, but in conducted studies participants are asked to pay attention and read controversial texts (Roberts, 1985) . Eagly, Kulesa, Chen, and Chaiken (2001) , took a meta-analysis of 70 experiments on the effect of attitudes on memory. They found that most of the studies' outcome showed slightly better memory for congruent information than for incongruent information. They noted that these results have been inconsistently obtained, so they conducted an experiment with participants with opposing attitudes on an important social issue. In their experiment, congruent and incongruent information proved to be equally memorable. They believe that one reason for these inconsistencies in the previous studies' outcome is due to the mistaken belief that people avoid incongruent information, but by the experiment they conducted, they showed that participants tried to read incongruent information carefully and even tried to remember them to be able to defend their own believes.
Assessment of Reading comprehension
Finding out how well readers comprehend, has always been a challenge both in L1 and L2. Since comprehension of a reading is a cognitive process, and the product is usually the only available source of assessment, assessing reading comprehension is not an easy task. Fletcher (2006) believes that since the nature of reading comprehension is multidimensional and complicated, measuring comprehension is not an easy task, and should not be a one dimensional approach. Farhadi et.al (2006) state that although there are various methods for assessing comprehension of readers, yet there is no single accepted method that is accepted by all experts. One of the suggested ways in literature for assessing reading comprehension is free-recall task. Free recall task is used more in conducted researches than in the tests for evaluating comprehension of readers, because it measures comprehension of readers more than their inferences or language knowledge (Chang, 2006) . However, Alderson (2000) criticizes free recall tasks for they may not reflect comprehension of readers truly because of the effects of the memory on recall. He states that a reader may read and comprehend a text, but cannot recall all understood because of poor memory.
Results of different studies have shown that the method of assessing reading comprehension influences how readers perform on a test of reading comprehension (Wolf, 1993) .Free recall task like any other kind of testing instrument, has its own advantages and disadvantages, but since students are not limited by the pre-determined and designed tasks, they can show their comprehension much better in free recall tasks. So, in this study, for assessing the effect of topic congruence on the quality of reading comprehension of L2 learners, free recall tasks, as a kind of direct and integrative assessment task, were used.
Research question
The research question addressed in this study was: Does topic congruence influence the quality of L2 reading comprehension of Iranian advanced-level learners measured by immediate and delayed free recall tasks? Since there have been contrasting findings on the impact of congruent topics on the quality of reading comprehension, it was hypothesised that congruent and incongruent topics affect immediate and delayed recall of both high and low-level information.
Method

Participants
This study was conducted with 56 participants, 32 female and 24 male students, who studied TEFL and English literature at MA level. Participants were selected from 88 participants. 32 participants' data were excluded from analysis because 21 participants did not take part in the second session of data collection, 8 participants did not fill all the required forms, and 3 participants did not provide enough information about their beliefs toward the topic of passages in the writing task. Participants were ranged from 24 to 40 in terms of age and the mean of 29.71 years. All participants were Iranian students who studied English as their foreign language, and had studied English at university for at least 4 years.
Instrument
Reading Passages
Two reading passages with a controversial topic, child gender selection, were used in this study. Topic of passages was selected from the controversial topics of the day because it had to be controversial enough to have enough participants of both for and against groups. Since participant of this study were all adults, "child gender selection" was selected. Two reading passages were then developed with ideas from http://voices.yahoo.com. Both passages were comparable in number of words, sentences, paragraphs, syntax, sentence per paragraph, and Flesch reading ease. Table 1 . Descriptive information of two experimental passages
Questionnaire
A background questionnaire was developed to determine prior believes of participants. Prior believes of participants were determined by means of a free writing task before reading the texts to find out participants' position toward reading topic. The writing task included a question asking students' position toward the topic of readings; whether they agreed with selecting the gender of children by parents or not. 3 raters, ESL teachers with more than 5 years of experience, read participants' writings and decided whether they were for or against the topic of readings. In this study, all 3 raters agreed that 30 participants agreed with the topic of readings, child gender selection, and 26 did not. 6 participants were excluded in this part because 3 of them did not provide enough information about their believes, one just restated the question and 2 others just explained about advantaged and disadvantages and did not express their own believes.
Procedures
Participants read and completed a free writing task in which they were asked to write their position toward the subject of reading passages; gender selection. For this purpose, participants were required to write down their own believes and positions in a free writing task before reading the 2 passages.
After reading each of the texts, participants were asked to give back the text to the researcher, and write down as much information as they could remember from the text immediately after reading is finished, and then they were given the other passage to read and write down what they could recall from the other text. Participants were instructed to write down everything they could recall from texts, every detail and example, and they were asked not to summarize the content of the passages. There were no time limitation for recall tasks, and students had enough time to think and write down what they could remember from the texts. Since there could be a carryover effect when reading 2 passages after each other, counter balanced design was used. Participants were told that they should recall the passages they read in an immediate and a delayed recall task.
After a week, for assessing the delayed recall of participants, they were asked to write down whatever they could remember from the passages in a delayed recall task.
Data analysis
There are various methods of scoring free recall tasks in the literature. One method is to divide the text into idea units. But as Alderson (2000) mentions, there is no clear objective definition for idea units in the literature, so it is not easy to measure comprehension on that basis. Another method used for scoring readings, is Johnson's (1970) method. In Johnson's (1970) method a text is read by a native reader with natural speed, and the places that the reader pauses to breathe, is marked as a unit. In the present study, the Johnson's (1970) scoring system was used for scoring recall tasks. In this study, 3 native speakers of English were asked to read the passages, and mark where they paused in the texts.
Pausal units then were listed and 3 experienced ESL teachers in a session decided on the information value of these units. Teachers marked these units as high-level and low-level informational pausal units according to their importance in comprehending the passages. If the units contained information that helped readers to understand the meaning of the text, it was marked as high-level information unit, and if the absence of a pausal unit did not hinder the comprehension of the text, it was regarded as low-level unit. The final decision then was made on the basis of those units that all 3 raters agreed on their importance. Passage A, according to this decision, had 22 high-level, and 19 low level units, and 216 passage B had 22 high-level and 24 low-level units. Then, Participants' recalls were scored. One score was given to each unit recalled correctly, and then the number of correctly recalled units was converted to percentage.
For scoring background survey of participants, 3 experienced ESL teachers read participants' writing task and decided whether the participants agreed with the subject or not.
Results
The research question investigated the impact of topic congruence on the quality of reading comprehension of 56 Iranian advanced-level EFL learners by the means of immediate and delayed recall tasks. For this purpose, the descriptive statistics were presented in Table 2 . According to the background survey, 30 participants' prior believes were congruent to the topic of reading and 26 participants' background knowledge was incongruent. Note. All recall scores are given in percentages Based on the descriptive statistics in Table 2 , in immediate recall, participants whose background knowledge was incongruent with the topic of reading could recall high-level and low-level information better. In the delayed recall, participants could recall high-level information that was incongruent with their background knowledge better, but could recall low-level congruent information better than incongruent information. Table 3 . Tests of Between-Subjects Effects for the impact of topic congruence on quality of reading recall
The value of the sig. in test of between-subjects effects (Table 3) for immediate recall of congruent high-level information was 0.048, for immediate recall of congruent low level information was 0.028, and for delayed recall of congruent low-level information was 0.018. These values are less than 0.05, so it can be said that congruent topics have significant effect on immediate recall of high-level and low-level information and on delayed recall of low-level information of Iranian advanced EFL learners. The values of sig. in the Table 3 (test of between-subjects) for immediate recall of incongruent high and low-level information, delayed recall of incongruent high and low-level information, and for delayed recall of high-level congruent information are more than 0.05; therefore, it can be said that the effect of incongruent topics on immediate and delayed recall of high and low-level information and the effect of congruent topics on delayed recall of high-level information are not statistically significant. For incongruent topics, the outcome of quantitative results for this research question revealed that incongruent topics did not statistically affected immediate and delayed recall of participants for both high and low-level information.
For congruent topics, it was found that congruent topics statistically affected the immediate recall of both high and lowlevel information, but this effect was detrimental. Participants could recall less information in immediate recall of congruent information. The result show that information presented in congruent readings did not attract participants' attention as much as information of incongruent readings. In contrast, in delayed-recall task, results showed that lowlevel information in congruent topics were significantly better recalled.
The result showed that congruency of reading topics can affect the reading comprehension of L2 advanced learners. As the research outcome revealed, incongruent topics were better recalled in immediate recall and for high-level units in delayed recall, although the effect was not statistically significant. It can be interpreted that readers read ideas which are not similar to their prior believes more carefully, or incongruent topics were more interesting for readers and attracted their attention more to more important idea unit and details in immediate recall. Readers may read incongruent texts more attentively to be able to defend or analyse their own views.
Various studies on the effect of attitude on memory found that congruent information has positive effect on memory, because human memory is selective in recalling and selects congruent information to pay more attention to and recall better (Feather; 1969, Eagly, Chaiken, Chen, and Shaw-Barnes; 1999 , Maplass, 1969 Read, and Roberts, 1985) . But in the present study in L2, results of immediate recall showed that participants recalled incongruent information better than congruent information. This contradiction can be justified by Roberts' (1985) claim that the way people learn, or the way they pay attention to information they read can affects their recall. He argued that in natural environment people acquire information, but in classroom and in research studies, participants are asked to pay attention to information, which is different from acquiring. This justification is especially true for L2 learners who learn the language and do not acquire it like L1 participants. Therefore, the result of studies in L1 may not be applicable to L2 contexts. Lee (2009) found that L2 learners over looked low-level information of congruent topics in their immediate recall. His finding is in line with the result of this study. This ignoring of congruent low-level information might be due to the lack of attractiveness and newness participants find in details of congruent topics. When reading congruent topics, readers read information that they already have information about and may have read about that information before, so congruent texts may not attract readers' attention as much as new challenging information; therefore, this may cause readers to ignore familiar details.
Lee's (2009) finding of congruent high-level information, in immediate recall tasks, is in contrast with the result of the present study. He found that congruent topics did not affect immediate recall of high-level information, but in this study it was found that readers could recall less high-level information when they read congruent texts. This contradiction in results may be due to the amount of knowledge participants had about the topic presented in the studies to them. According to Wiley (1995) , reading recall is affected by how knowledgeable a person is. He believed that if readers are less knowledgeable about the topic they read, in recall tasks, they use more personal attitudes to help them to recall the text; therefore, more congruent information will be recalled by less expert readers.
In the present study, participants could recall incongruent information more than congruent information. Eagly, Kulesa, Chen, and Chaiken (2001) rejected the belief that people tend to ignore incongruent information. They believed that people read incongruent information even more carefully, and tried to recall them better to be able to use the information to defend their own ideas better.
Conclusion
The present study sought to investigate the impact of congruent topics on the quality of reading comprehension of Iranian advanced -level learners.
Result of this study revealed that congruent topics had significant effect on immediate recall of both high-level and lowlevel information and on delayed recall of low-level information of Iranian advanced EFL learners. It was found that information units in texts with congruent topics were less recalled in immediate recall in comparison with incongruent topics. In delayed recall tasks, the findings showed learners with congruent prior belief were more successful in recalling low-level information units.
Results also revealed that although incongruent topics were better recalled than congruent topics, this effect was not significant. Therefore, it can be said that incongruent topics do not affect immediate and delayed recall of Iranian advanced-level language learners.
Implications
Studies examining topic variables could be specifically helpful for teachers and educators in L2, and make them aware of factors that may affect comprehension and assessments of readings. These studies can also be helpful to develop more reliable tests and better teaching materials, especially in ESP/EAP contexts that learners read passages that may not be consistent with their pre-existing belief system.
In this study, it was found that congruent topics have impact on immediate recall of learners, so test developers who are developing tests to measure language ability of learners should choose topics that are not too controversial for learners because participants' prior belief may affect the recall of idea units of readings and the language assessment may not be accurate.
Results also indicated that congruent topics affected both immediate and delayed recall of low-level information. So learners should be aware that while reading texts that are congruent to their prior belief they may pay less attention to the low level information of the text and that may affect the comprehension and recall of readings, and teachers should allocate more time to attracting learners attention to low-level information while teaching texts with congruent topics.
It was found that congruent topics have detrimental effect on readers' reading recall. Material developers should be more careful in choosing too controversial reading topics, for they may affect learners' comprehension and hinder language learning.
